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The Community of Practice Asylum Theme – CoP Asylum
1. Background ETG 5
The European Thematic Group on Asylum Seekers (ETG5) was created in 2002. The Group was led by Sweden, with the support of the Netherlands. In addition to DG EMPL, the Steering Group also included DG Justice, Freedom and Security (DG JLS) and the European Council on Refugees and Exciles (ECRE).

The ETG5 was quite unique for a number of reasons:

· The composition of the Steering Group, including another DG and an umbrella network of national refugee organisations.
· The small scale of the Asylum Seekers theme, enabling the organisation of events which included all DPs (a sheer impossibility for most other ETGs) and the chance to get to know most actors involved in the theme.
· The strong link to a policy area outside the scope of DG EMPL, namely asylum and migration led by DG JLS.
· The commitment and enthusiasm of its Steering Group members and some Liaison Group members, 
The specific objectives of the ETG5, as agreed between the Steering Group and the Liaison Group, were to:
· To facilitate the flows of information on the activities of DP and TCA to and between actors concerned with developments in the theme both within and outside EQUAL.
· To identify and disseminate variations in the substantive, legislative and policy contexts that might facilitate or enhance (or constrain) the transnational transfer of practice. In particular factors affecting the access of asylum seekers to employment and training.
· To provide access to information on developments at the European level or developments likely to affect the activities of DPs within several EU countries. These developments could include: policy developments; emergent asylum seekers flows; the characteristics of EU programmes the recognition of qualifications; and, new research findings.
· To identify innovative approaches, activities and potential good practices through comparisons between DPs, where this activity is complementary to work of National Managing Authorities, National Support Structures (NSS) and NTN. 
· To identify and build on the relevant good practice lessons that already exist from, for example, the work of ECRE and activities supported by the European Refugee Fund (ERF). Where gaps exist the ETG could provide good practice guidance to fill them 
· To provide the opportunity for sharing information between DPs and TCAs maximise the potential of transnational working, create synergies and create the capacity for learning and adaptation, also across EQUAL themes. In particular in relation to the TCAs, the ETG could to some extent have a quality assurance role to help validate the work of the most effective TCAs.
The ETG5 focused on three thematic priority areas within the socio-vocational integration of asylum seekers, namely:
· Advice, education and training (covering issues related to training for integration and reintegration, language and cultural training and motivation) 
· Employment (including employer relations and working conditions, recognition of the skills and qualifications of asylum seekers) 
· Capacity building (including the interface with the local community, influencing systems of 'service providers', and empowerment) 
The ETG5 organised and undertook a wide range of activities, including:

· The organisation of the following events:

· Three practice-oriented events for DPs

· The  European Conference on the Challenges of integration

· The Learning Day for New Member States

Development of several publications, such as:

· Five Policy Briefs, including good practice examples and evidence-based policy recommendations

· Background papers and reports on all events organised by the ETG5

· Success stories on more than 15 DPs from Rounds 1 and 2

· A good practice report on building relations with employers

· An introduction paper for New Member States

· A paper with tips and tricks on mainstreaming

· Web articles on relevant policy developments, events, etc.

2. Round 2 of EQUAL – Changes to European thematic networking

The second multi-programming phase of EQUAL (Round 2) started in 2005. The Commission emphasised the need for the Member States to take over the mainstreaming process that had been started at EU and national levels. For this purpose, a grant scheme was developed to finance a wide range of activities, including exchange events, policy fora and peer learning activities. Grants would only be given if there was clear evidence that the activity was European / transnational in nature, i.e. led by one Member State with the involvement of at least two other countries.

It is very positive to see that many Member State enthusiastically made use of this opportunity and started planning a wide range of events. However, later in 2005 the Commission also informed the Member States that the work and scope of the European Thematic Groups would be drastically reduced. The ETGs would no longer involve Steering Groups or Liaison Groups, nor would they be involved in the organisation of events and other thematic activities. At present, their function is limited to the preparation of Success stories, articles and other papers for DG EMPL. They are still, occasionally, supporting events but no longer have a leading role in these.

The Steering Group of the ETG5 was highly disappointed to hear that the European networking activities would be coming to an end. Over the years, the Group had been very successful in bringing together DP practitioners, experts and other stakeholders active in the theme and in encouraging the exchange of experiences, the transfer of practices and mainstreaming.

Following liaison between DG EMPL and the various members of the ETG5 Steering Group, the former suggested that part of the work could be continued through the grant schemes that were offered to the Member States, namely through the creation of a Community of Practice. 

3. The Community of Practice Asylum – CoP Asylum
The Community of Practice / Networks are a platform for mainstreaming, which can be funded through the restricted call for proposals for setting up communication and learning platforms for mainstreaming the lessons learnt from EQUAL. The overall aims of the communication and learning platforms are to share relevant information, results and practices and to validate and assessing results and achievements. The platforms should also enable mutual learning, networking for sharing knowledge and transfers of good practice and lessons learnt. In this regard, the objectives of the communication and learning platforms are very similar to those that were agreed for the ETGs.
The specific focus of the Community of Practice is to establish a communication platform bringing together programme managers and practitioners from within and outside EQUAL. The main activity of the Community of Practice is to ensure a continuous sharing of knowledge, experience and expertise and the validation, exchange and transfer of good practices. This could be undertaken through i.a. online discussion fora and expert meetings. The Community of Practice should provide an opportunity to:

· Develop a method for identifying and validating good practice, particularly at DP or Managing Authority level
· Establish a reference point for exchanging know-how, experience and for practical questions
· Evidence the value added of EQUAL’s leading principles
· Prepare dissemination material and guidance

3.1 Objectives and strategies 

From the indications provided in the restricted call, it seems that broadly the objectives and actions envisaged under the Community of Practice fit well with the overall purpose and mandate of the ETG5. Both place a strong focus on enhancing the identification and validation of good practice, on exchanging and transferring experiences and practices, and on mainstreaming.
The focus of the Community of Practice appears to be more horizontal than vertical. The restricted call refers to bringing together programme managers and practitioners, and mentions that the Community of Practice should build up capacities to ensure that the leading principles of EQUAL are embedded in the new Structural Funds programmes (2007-2013) – it is noted that it might already be rather late to ensure such inclusion.
Whilst the ETG5 had a preset structure and operational working method, the structure and format of the Community of Practice can be defined by the Agency putting forward the application for funding. This relative freedom provides an excellent opportunity for improving some aspects of the ETG5 which did not work well in the past and to add new elements.
3.2 New elements
The CoP Asylum will continue and improve the work of the ETG V.  There is already a well-structured basis for the work, and there will be added some new strategic elements to that structure, considering changes in the asylum policy on EU and national level, improvements in methods for validation of good practice, the specific needs of the new member states and requirements of  the new programming period (and new programmes). The use of a web based communication and information tool will also be added.

The aim of developing new elements for the dissemination, policy impact and validation in the asylum theme is to create a broader Community of Practice, which includes i.a. the business community, the general public and, to a greater extent, the end users/beneficiaries/target group.  In an innovative strategy and concept for the CoP asylum, they have to play an important role.
The issue of integrating asylum seekers and refuges on the labour market and in the society – social and vocational integration – presupposes involvement of and confrontation with a wider public/community. Awareness rising and combating discrimination is part of that work. 

The outcomes – good practices – of Equal DPs have to be validated in a more formal and systematic way than before. This is also a highly strategic issue – as the validation process gives the products /outcomes the legitimacy needed for having enough impact on policy/decision makers. The outcomes and products have also to be confronted with a wider public, i.e. accepted and understood by the “ordinary citizen” in the host countries. Finally, the target group itself, and its representatives, must have a say in the validation process.
The overarching idea is to develop a broader/wider CoP, encompassing the business world, the general public and the target group. This will also be one of the main messages to the new programming period; fostering the acceptance and understanding of the EU programmes and EU policy within a wider public.
Following new elements are to be developed:

· A broader community –   activities and meetings with representatives from the business world. 
· An improved validation process: The Portuguese NSS has developed a highly sophisticated and efficient method for validation of DP products. The method will be applied on one of the sessions with DPs from the asylum theme.

· Target group based auditing: The target group – asylum seekers/former asylum seekers - are to be involved in systematic peer reviews on site/in ongoing projects, being able to discuss with and interview participants and staff from quite another perspective than ordinary project/programme professionals. The peer reviews will be linked to and enhance the validation process.
· A broader community - confront the general public: Meetings – focus groups – with general public//”ordinary citizens”  for confronting and discussing the socio-economic rights of asylum seekers (i.e products of the Equal DPs!) and developing a greater awareness, understanding and knowledge within the general public on issues of asylum seekers reception, integration and life conditions.

New elements and role of MS partners will include:

· A broader community – activities and meetings with representatives from the business world  (Italy)
IKEA in Rome, Italy, has played a progressive role in one of the DPs in the asylum theme, offering work places, in-house training and supportive actions in connection with the setting up/construction of a reception centre for asylum seekers and refugees in Rome. The results and recommendations from the Practice event on Chrete in July 2006 will also given an important input. 
NSS Italy and the DP involved will organise one meeting under the heading Social Corporate Responsibility – work and training for asylum seekers and refugees. It will give business representatives a forum for i.a. discussing the issue of asylum seekers, employment and vocational training. The example of IKEA will be showcased. Methods and models for awareness rising and inclusion of the business world will be discussed and developed. This will also be part of a “reality test” of the outcomes and aims of the Equal programme.
· An improved validation process (Portugal)
The method, developed by the Portuguese NSS will be applied in one session with DPs/products from the asylum theme. Based on the specific target group and policy area, the composition of the validation team has to be considered and developed for use for similar projects/programs. The sessions will follow the format of the Practice events in ETG V.
· Target group based audit  (Sweden)
One of the main objectives of Equal is the involvement of target groups in all development and project activities. The excluded groups and individuals shall have a say; including them in peer reviews and auditing activities enables them to have the role of a critical friend, and to bring in new perspectives in identifying and validating good practice. The Swedish NTN has started to develop a method for involving target group representatives in peer reviews; the model will be introduced and developed in the CoP.
· A broader community - confront the general public (Hungary, Poland and Portugal)
Asylum seekers and refugees are still a new phenomena in the new member states. The reception and integration systems are recently put in place, as is the regulatory EU framework, i.a. the Directive on reception conditions.
The meeting between – confrontation with – the general public, the “ordinary citizen”, could be foreseen to be more complex in the new member states and the outputs and products of Equal have also to be implemented in societies and economies less developed than in most of the old member states.
Organised meetings/focus groups with “ordinary citizens” to discuss products from DPs in terms of i.a. socio-economic rights is a way to rise awareness and to gain approval for and deepen understanding for basic issues and values in the Hague Programme and the more general concept of a Social Europe. As an example the products and outcomes of Equal DPs in the asylum theme will be used.
Meetings will be organised in the new member states and in Portugal. The Portuguese example is highly interesting considering the almost utopian character of the new reception centre in Lissabon and the way it has been created and developed together with the citizens and politicians concerned;  the new MSs are partly working under different conditions and traditions in creating and developing reception facilities and services. The role and participation of local NGOs is important in this context. 
· The setting up of and  use of a web based communication tool and web page
Development of a web page and a communication tool for the DPs and concerned actors and stakeholders in the asylum theme is of crucial importance. The need for a common European web page in the policy area – asylum and refugee policy – has been evident already during the former programming period. The ERF funded web page www.refugeenet.org  was a good example. The starting points will be i.a. the good practice and the products from the Equal DPs and ERF (linked to the future database on ERF projects) and the development and follow up of the implementation of the reception directive in the MSs.
The development of the new elements will be seen as an important, innovative part of the work of the CoP. They will, however, be carried out on a small scale and as experiments. The main focus will be on the dependable strategies and methods used by the ETG 5.
3.3 Mission statement

Core elements in the mission statement of the Community of Practice could include:
· Focus on the EQUAL theme for the social and vocational integration of asylum seekers.
· Taking account of policies in the areas covered by DG EMPL (employment, social inclusion, equal opportunities) but even more so of those led by DG JLS (asylum and migration).

· Addressing particular themes that are linked to integration (e.g. advice, education, training, employment, housing, social and health care, reintegration, capacity building, awareness raising, etc).

· Working closely together with different Member States and giving each of the partner MSs a specific role in developing and implementing the new elements in the CoP.
· Take stock of the recommendations and lessons learnt from the Policy Forum in Malmö, Sweden, February 2007.
3.4 Role of CoP
The role of the Community of practice could roughly be described as follows:

· A central point for processing, identifying and gathering information, identifying good practices and validation of the latter
· A space for EQUAL actors to exchange know-how and experience and to receive training and guidance
· A forum for people interested in discussing and asking questions on relevant themes, as well as share their stories
· A link between EQUAL, the current and future ERF, the ESF and other relevant programmes and initiatives
· A site where publications on EQUAL and news can be accessed on relevant developments in the area of asylum and migration

3.5 Aims and objectives

The objectives are to be further elaborated and refined, but broadly these should refer to the following:

· Develop guidance for transfer of knowledge and practices and mainstreaming
· Provide learning and knowledge sharing opportunities for actors in and outside EQUAL
· Identify, validate and disseminate good practices and lessons learnt
· Promote transfers of practices
· Generate policy impact but also acceptance and understanding from a wider/general public
· Particular emphasis will be placed on ensuring that the Asylum Seekers theme can input into the ESF national programming and other relevant funding.

3.6 Structure and responsibilities

The format and shape of the Community of Practice is to be discussed in detail. A possible draft structure is presented below:
- A coordination unit responsible for the day-to-day running of the Community of Practice. The unit will be responsible for running online tools (e.g. website, discussion forum), user management (e.g. compiling lists of registered users, circulating news letters), thematic expert inputs (e.g. organisation of meetings, background papers) and act as the main contact point.
· A Steering Group leading the content and steering the work programme of the Community of Practice. The Steering Group is responsible for strategic decisions as to the themes of the Community, developing its work programme and proposing actions and activities. The Steering Group should consist of maximum 5-7 members. DG JLS and ECRE should be core members.
· Working Groups to focus on specific themes or issues. Working groups of representatives from Managing Authorities, National Support Structures, DPs and other relevant actors could be formed to either cover specific sub-themes (e.g. employment, capacity building) within the asylum seeker theme or to address specific functions of the Community of Practice (e.g. a News Working Group reviewing media attention, a Good Practice Working Group (helping the identification and validation of interesting approaches) and/or a Policy Working Group (focusing on lobbying, promoting good practices, getting policy and decision makers on board). The MS specific activities mentioned under section 3.2 will be prepared and implemented by Workings groups and MAs/NSSs.
· Honorary members, which could be the “face” of the Community of Practice. For example, MEPs, national politicians or other actors from e.g. the business world who have the influence and the motivation to take the asylum seeker theme forward and are willing to promote the Community of Practice. 

· Specific expert inputs to be brought in if and when required (e.g. academia, practitioners, consultants, etc).
3.7 Development phase

The first phase can be considered the inception phase of the Community of Practice. It will include several meetings with the Steering Group to:

· Setting up the coordination unit

· Developing the concept and mandate of the Community of Practice

· Agreeing on methodological approaches (e.g. to identification and validation of good practice, guidance, dissemination, etc)

· Setting up communication channels

· Developing the work programme

· Identifying and approach members for Working Groups, honorary members and experts

· Developing and launching the online tools and web page facilities
3.8 Collection / activity phase

The second phase, which however will largely overlap with the third phase, marks a first batch of activities aimed at making the Community of Practice fully up and running. The collection / activity phase focuses on promoting exchanges of experience and know-how, providing guidance, enabling discussions and collecting evidence. It may include the following tasks:

· Launching activities of the Working Groups and publication of first results

· Starting the identification and validation process which includes the mapping and categorization of DPs in round II; a process which has already started as a part of the work of the ETG 5/GHK contract.
· Preparing first dissemination material and publications

· Coordinating the online fora, help-desk functions, etc

· Organising meetings and small seminars

· Involving policy and decision makers

3.9 Promotion phase

The promotion phase, as the term already suggests, should lead to the Community of Practice stepping outside EQUAL into the “wider world” and taking an active role in lobbying and mainstreaming. The phase focuses on preparing the good practices, experiences, lessons learnt and other interesting messages stemming from EQUAL into a format that attracts the attention of policy and decision makers. The use of more media friendly material should be considered, e.g. mobilise news journalists to report on activities and results of more general interest. The results and models from the activities in section 3.2 – a broader community – will be an important input for the promotion phase. The promotion phase also looks at horizontal transfers between practitioners. It may include:

· Distribution of dissemination material

· Lobbying activities

· Organising events
3.10 Results and future impact of CoP
Mechanisms for documentation of results and outcomes from the CoP will be put in place. The role and function of the CoP has to answer the needs of the MAs and NSSs, but also give important input to the new programmes, the overarching strategies and processes on European level (the Tampere process/the Hague programme, the Lissabon Agenda etc)  as well as to the actors and stakeholders in the policy areas concerned.
The work of the CoP will also reveal policy gaps and demonstrate new development areas to be covered by new programmes and initiatives on national and EU level. The concept of a broader community and the dialogue with the general public/”ordinary citizen” will be part of EUs important mission to communicate with the citizens on a local level, i.e.  “…a move away from monologue, replacing it with genuine dialogue between the institutions and the citizens.” (Margot Wallström, Vice President, European Commission).
